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	Hint of Pain

Natasha had started sleeping in James's room the week after Steve Rogers, Captain America, died. If one could even call it solely his room at this point.

Ever since Steve had died, the entire team was on edge. They were teetering on the edge of falling into a deep, deep abyss of pain.

No one spoke much. Most of them found a place to channel their pain. For Natasha, that was training until sweat covered her entire body. For James that was remaining silent. Occasionally, he would train beside her with Steve's - no, _James's_ - shield. He had taken up the shield, following Steve's last wishes. It was all James could do to continue his best friend's legacy.

At night, Natasha and James found comfort in each other's presences. Between the blankets, the fabric acted as a small barrier between them and the world that was too painful to want to live in. It was a false comfort, but it was one they both desperately needed. Once the sheets were appropriately rumpled hours later, the whispers between them would start.

"You okay?"

"Mmm. Hanging in there."

"That's all he'd want."

They didn't want to put a label on what they had. There was no definition to it. The big, open gash that Steve left behind cracked through both of them, somehow drawing them closer.

The late nights and training sessions soon started expanding into more. Five AM runs around Central Park. Early morning coffee drinking from the same black mug with the red hourglass widow symbol on it. Afternoon sparring sessions. Evening dinners with the team.

They were sparring one afternoon, and Natasha had pinned him flat against the padded floor. And that was the first time she had heard James laugh in a long, long time. It lasted three seconds before it died in his throat. He looked guilty.

"Steve would've wanted you to be happy and laugh," Natasha quietly said after a few moments of complete silence.

None of them ever mentioned him by name anymore.

"You're right," James whispered. His flesh and blood hand reached up to just barely ghost across her cheek. "Where would I be without you, _lyubov_?"

"I don't want to know." She didn't want to ever think about one of them being without anyone else they cared about.

Leaning forward, Natasha covered up anymore words from both of them by kissing him.

Neither of them really knew how long they stayed for on the floor, but it was long enough that when Clint leaned into the room to get his bow, he nearly tripped over himself to instantly leave. God, he had walked in on enough steamy assassin escapades, he didn't need to witness any more.

And from there, things between Natasha and James began to progress.

They started slipping into a routine. Both of them began to smile again. Natasha took up her usual sparring practice with Clint. James continued his training with the shield. He wasn't as much of a pro, but that would come with time.

Soon, his very first test as Captain America would come. He went with Sam and Wanda. Natasha stayed behind, but not before straightening James's shield straps out on his back and firmly telling him that he would be fine. "_And for god's sake, look over your left shoulder once in awhile."_

Natasha would've been lying if she had said she hadn't held her breath the entire time the team was gone. It was supposed to be simple, but simple things could easily become complicated.

Nevertheless, they all came back, barely scratched. James, with a big smile on his face. Natasha wouldn't question why, only accepting it with wide, open arms.

Sam would later tell her that James had finally fully embraced the title of Captain America. He was determined now to be the hero that his best friend had been. It was a duty, a legacy, and a loyalty.

It was two days after that that James suggested to Natasha that they get their own apartment.

"It's hard being here, you know? Sometimes it's nice to have just...you and me. And to not have to fight Clint for the coffee pot every morning."

To that, Natasha couldn't argue.

A week later, they began apartment hunting. It took quite a few tries, but they finally found a nice brownstone in the Brooklyn borough. It was small but charming, with hardwood floors that creaked in some places and big, bright windows. Another week passed, and they were all moved in.

They didn't exactly have a set style of home furnishing. The furniture was mostly from Ikea (helpfully identified by Thor). The red, white, and blue shield hung on a hook over the couch. Bobbleheads made in Natasha and James's likenesses stood on the antique fireplace mantle.

The first few weeks were mostly ironing out all the wrinkles in the arrangement. The first thing that went was the Iron Man sheets that Tony had so graciously supplied. James explicitly said that he wouldn't have sex or even sleep on Tony Stark's likeness any more. "_He's fucking staring at me, Nat."_

At some point, a black cat started following Natasha home from Little Ukraine. After a battle of cat food and blankets, the cat stayed. Liho, they named it, was content to sleep every night on top of Natasha's hip.

The late nights staying awake talking faded into late nights catching up on TV shows and movie and sleeping. Early morning runs stayed the same, but when they got home, they got right back in bed for at least another two hours. Silence at the mention of Steve turned into exchanges of fond memories.

But neither of them truly acknowledged the change until James and Natasha were sitting on the training room floor. He had been teaching her how to heft the shield properly, claiming that her form was "_Absolutely terrible and needed immediate changing." _Natasha just suspected that he wanted an excuse to wrap his arms around her without calling it cuddling.

The shield lay on the floor between them, and Natasha was running her fingers over the polished metal.

"Do you think he'd be happy for us?" she asked.

"I think so," James shrugged, glancing up from his previous distraction from watching how the light from the window caught at her flaming red hair. "I think he is, wherever he is right now. Not to get into heaven and hell."

"I like that thought too," she confessed.

Silence spread over them before she moved to sit beside him. He wrapped his flesh and blood arm around her. The sun now reflected off the red, white, and blue painted metal of the shield, casting a faint ray of color over them.

It was the closest they'd ever come to accepting how things were, but it was just enough.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note:<strong> This was incredibly sad to write, but it's got a somewhat happy ending. Hooray! Let me know what you think.


End file.
